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*

ein Dialogue: * Patterns in the Chaos
by Meg Carroll
People are gathered around television sets and radios. A Liberian student, who is
near tears, comes to my office to express his sorrow to the Writing Center staff Americans he knows the best. His voice cracks when he tells me how the United

States gave him refuge from terrorists in his country. An email comes in from an ex-

tutor to let me know that he emerged from the subway on his way to class at the
New School to see the first tower fall. I call my daughter, who is working in Reston,

Virginia, to make sure that she's all right, when there's a commotion in the back-

ground, and she begins to cry. From her office, she can see across the Potomac
where oily black smoke belches into the sky. Her friends work across from the
Pentagon, and she believes they have been killed. A few hours later, a man is arrest-

ed at the Providence, RI, train station, purportedly armed, and because he wears a
turban, he is presumed to be a Muslim and, therefore, a terrorist. He is a Sikh and
is carrying the small ceremonial dagger required by his religion. It is September 11,
2001, and the stories are just beginning to be told, stories that come from the larger narratives of the attack itself, from years of United States' foreign policy, from
the Christian/Muslim uber-narratives of the Crusades. The stories are of the kind
of pattern evident in the wake of any disaster - the near misses, the stories of where-

I-was-when-it-happened, the kindness of strangers, the xenophobia born in fear.
The narratives meet, collide, intersect and produce new patterns. Mystory becomes
theirstory, becomes ourstory, depending on circumstances and need. In retrospect,
it's easy to see how such narratives intersect, bump into one another, how they bring

the sediment of past experiences to new situations.
In the immediacy of the everyday (and in the immediacy of 9/11 itself), we are
somewhat more reductive in our thinking about stories; we view them in much the
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same way that, as James Gleick points out, we think of rivers as lines and lightning
bolts as Z'z ( Nature's Chaos 2), behaving as if they are linear. There are certain writing center story lines, for example, that are often repeated for a variety of reasons -

the writing center as "safe place," the writing center as "student centered." These

narratives of safety and comfort have been important to our history, but the
branches and rivulets that complicate them are, it seems, more important still. The

stories of risk and discomfort are most often the ones that give us insight, that
change our practice. That is why the tutors and I have learned to value narrative in
all its forms - in the theory we read, the journals we share, the papers we write, and
our own lives as well as the lives of the students who come to us. We also examine

what seems to be a new concept for many - narrative is an important component of

much academic writing. For example, Richard Miller begins "The Nervous
System" with the story of his father's suicide. Nancy Grimm talks about her working class upbringing in conflict with middleclass academia in Good Intentions . In her
discussion of the feminization of composition studies, Beth Boquet in Noise from the

Writing Center tells the story of her friend's labor and delivery. The examples of
academic writing that include the personal are myriad.

Just as professional compositionists use narrative as a springboard to discuss
complicated theoretical positions, the tutors' narratives, especially as they interact

with others' stories, also lead to more complicated understandings of themselves
and their work. These stories are not simply the "sentimental realism" that David

Bartholomae castigates in his 1995 debate with Peter Elbow (67). Rather, they are
the grounding for reflective practice. They do not exist in isolation from a larger
conversation. Instead, they are ways to enter and complicate those conversations.
In the following pages, I will draw on experiences from our writing center's sum-

mer staff education workshop and on our extended staff education work (as repre-

sented in tutor papers, projects, journals, and conference presentations) to offer
snapshots of how the sharing of experience, of story, might function in a practice
where diverse participants "[enter] the writing center with many pasts, at least one

present, and numerous possible futures" (Geller, Eodice, Condon, Carroll, and
Boquet 55); where those identities are negotiated and in that negotiation shape the
collective, changing, and sometimes ambiguous character of writing center practice
itself; and where those stories may lead to a consideration of theory.
Because narratives have a powerful influence on our understanding of ourselves
and others, our ten-week staff preparation course encourages the examination and
interrogation of our stories, stories that complicate positions we might have taken
for granted and that sometimes lead to new theories or a richer understanding of
44 Identities in Dialogue: Patterns in the Chaos
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old ones. Since the majority of our students live no more than an hour from campus, we all, the "old" and new tutors and I, have the luxury of reading, writing, and

talking together throughout the summer in our Workshop in Writing Center
Theory and Practice. As we discuss a wide range of theoretical positions and their
relevance to writing and writing centers, at first most of the new tutors craft
thoughtful, but rather predictable, responses to the readings. In many cases, they
have internalized a narrative of how academic papers should sound, and that narra-

tive has served them well, since they earn good grades. For example, many new
tutors are careful to exclude any hint of the "I," any reference to experience; and
they dutifully work theses statements into the last sentence of the introductory
paragraph. They worry about whether what they say is what I want to hear, rather

than what they want to explore. However, for the final project, the tutors and I
encourage each other to break out of what we call safe "school writing" to explore
how our lives, our stories, intersect in very important ways with the material we've

been discussing. These projects may be presented to the group in written form, in
a combination of art and writing, of music and writing, or even of dance and writing - in short any combination of discourses that builds from the writer's talents and

experiences. The projects seem to accomplish a number of things, the most impor-

tant of which is the introduction of newcomers to what Etienne Wenger calls "a
community of practice" and to what the authors of The Everyday Writing Center call

a learning culture (Geller, et al.). Tutors are already participants in the "figured

worlds" that Dorothy Holland, William Lachicotte, Debra Skinner, and Carole
Cain describe as "socio-historic, contrived interpretations that mediate behavior
and so [...] inform participants' outlooks" (52). Such worlds, they assert, "could also
be called figurative, narrativized, or dramatized" in that "many of the elements of

the world relate to one another in the form of a story or drama, a 'standard plot'

against which narratives of unusual events are told" (53). Academia is one such
world. And writing centers are figured worlds within academia. As newcomers
enter, then, we encourage narrative as a way to relate to the "standard plot" of the
theories we are studying, since there is compelling evidence that moving back and
forth from experience to theory, theory to experience is essential to learning.
There are risks, though, in revealing those stories, risks that are very real for all

of us, and especially for first-time tutors who are new to our local culture. As
Jerome Bruner asserts, "Telling others about oneself is no simple matter. It depends
upon what we think they think we ought to be like - or what selves in general ought

to be like" (66). This writing begins in experience, or what Kurt Spellmeyer calls,
"ordinary sensuous life, [...] the ground of thought itself' (894), but the tutors' sto-
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ries are complex and interwoven with the stories of theory, of other tutors, of writ-

ers who come to us, of the writing center itself.

This story telling is a recursive, ongoing process. Each year, as the returning
tutors and I plan the summer workshop, we return to our theoretical underpinnings
to rethink our practice, to rethink the theory, and often to rethink our own every-

day experiences both inside and outside of the writing center. Throughout the
course, all of us, in a sense, create and recreate ourselves. Along the way, we try to

keep in mind what Tilly Warnock says about writing as a life skill. In sharing our
work, we come to "understand ourselves and our writings as rough drafts we write,

as collages that various people and experiences have written all over, and as multi-

media hypertexts. We write nothing alone since we see ourselves as multiple and
our texts as alive with people we know and have read, remembered, imagined" (35).

We also know that the "I" who is writing today may not be the "I" who writes
tomorrow. Ideas and selves are fluid things. Tutors' (and my) ideas, perceptions,
experiences, constructions of self will change, and it's a risky thing to reify in writ-

ing what is simply a snapshot of one's identity. Since the tutors know that the proj-

ects, papers, and later their journal entries are kept in binders and folders in the
Writing Center, they realize that others will read what they have written. Most also

come to realize that there are important reasons for keeping these documents,
these identities in dialogue, and for encouraging generations of tutors to consult
them. Wenger notes the importance of members' mutual engagement in communities of practice where they negotiate meaning both personally and in the context
of the community's culture. He tells us, "As a trajectory, an identity must incorporate a past and a future. Learning communities will become places of identity to the

extent [...] they offer a past and a future that can be experienced as a personal trajectory" (2 1 5). These papers and journals allow insight into those personal trajectories as well as into that of the Writing Center. Wenger goes on to underscore the

importance of incorporating "members' pasts into [the] history [of the community] - that is by letting what they have been, what they have done, and what they

know contribute to the constitution of the practice" (2 1 5). A couple of examples
might clarify how this process can work.

Who Am Ļ and Where Am I Going?: From Individual to Collective Identity
Writing centers are unique in that tutors often write, talk, read, and work togeth-

er for several years, and during that time, through reflections, papers, and journal

entries we see "[pļeople's representations of themselves in the stream of everyday
life [where they] reveal a multitude of selves that are neither bounded, stable, [...]
46 Identities in Dialogue: Patterns in the Chaos
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nor impermeable" (Holland, et al. 29). During the years the tutors are with us, then,
we have the luxury of encouraging the kind of self reflection that enriches the learn-

ing culture we're working to nourish. Sometimes, for instance, tutors consciously
talk about their lives to explore where they are and where they might be going. In
this section, I want to focus on three tutors (Matt, Kathryn, and Missy) who exper-

iment with narrative in our summer workshop, and I'll consider how the unfolding

of their experiences over time, and in conversations with others both within and
without the writing center, facilitated this exploration. Matťs was an experiment
with form, Kathryn 's was an experiment with content, and Missy's was an experiment with both.

During his first summer workshop, Matt used his final project to tell a series of
stories of his summer and intersperses them with photos, ticket stubs, drawings, col-

lages. He writes:
This essay, if it ends up the way I want it to, is going to be a recap of

my summer - of my time at the Writing Center, naturally, but also
about the digging I'm doing across campus [Matt is an anthropology
major], the film class I took, my crappy mall job, my less-crappy other
job, the girl who made herself my best friend for a week and then dis-

appeared from my life, the newly made-over Liz Phair, Pirates of the
Caribbean and a couple of weird days that I had. I'm going to write
about them in a variety of styles; actually, I'm not even going to write
about them all. Some of them are going to be ideas for writing, ways of

brainstorming that I learned from the writing center readings. Others

are going to be photographs, and sooner or later I'm going to get
around to making a CD soundtrack of the summer. I'll be including
work I handed in for my other classes, as well as just other things that

crossed my eyes and ears this summer. The reason I'm doing this is to
see whether I can find connections I might otherwise have missed, and
to see where I am in my life now.

Matt warns his readers that "this essay isn't going to make any narrative sense."
But his paper does make sense in terms of narrative theory. Although he hasn't read

Jerome Bruner, Matt echoes the psychologist's observation that autobiography is
only a version of reality, and that the simple choosing of plot, inflection, of words,

of subject positioning reveals only a fragment of the self (73-74). Throughout his
project, Matt seems to be improvising, riffing if you will. As each event suggests
another and another, he lets himself follow the thought, enacting in the short term
the "long-term, developmental character of identity formation as it moves through
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improvisation, conflict [...] and dialogue in social and historical time" (Holland, et
al. 18). Matt's essay demonstrates a characteristic of so many of the tutors' essays;
that is, these narratives are risk-filled. In Matťs case, that risk comes in the form of

handing in a less explicitly "academic" exploration. In the case of other students,
the narrative form may be quite recognizable, but the content is revealing, as is the
case with Kathryn's writing.

Kathryn1 chose to share her final paper, one that explored her resistance to her
parents' racism, at a Northeast Writing Centers Association Conference. She takes
a significant risk both in terms of her family and in terms of the way her new discourse community might read her story. As she prepares to present her paper at the

conference, she writes:
My final paper did not challenge academic form; it challenged the ideas
that I usually write about. I took a risk by explaining my racist family

to the tutors, hoping that they would understand and not judge me
because of my parents' beliefs. I am not racist; as I said in my paper,
"Luckily, I was smart enough to figure out that my parents did not have

all the answers." In this paper, I wanted to explain where I came from,
but also where I was going. I wanted to learn about other cultures. The

Writing Center course taught me more about other people but also
made me want to learn more. I had to tell the other tutors why I was

so curious (because I grew up in a culturally stagnant environment)
without making them think that I was a bigot.

Although writing about this topic challenged me, I know that it was

hardly a struggle by comparison. We had read about endeavors of
other people: Gloria Anzaldua, who tried to gain respect for her language, Chicana Spanish; bell hooks who was criticized for not directing her book, Ain't I a Woman, towards white women, the primary
book buyers; Min-zhan Lu who was unknowingly used as a part of her

parent's revolutionary politics; etc. So, all these challenges that I'd
learned about were, as I referred to them in my paper, "guilt-provok-

ing." They made my difficulties seem insignificant, because I'd never
experienced anything as difficult as these people. I had a new respect
for people who have dealt with such struggles, and I felt ready to work

with people who may have had serious problems in their lives.2

Kathryn's story is complicated, and for that conference she must negotiate a
quadruple audience of herself, her colleagues, me, and the conference participants.

Who is she telling the story for? Who is the audience? What does the audience
48 Identities in Dialogue: Patterns in the Chaos
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expect to hear? If she's doing a "school paper," what does she think I want to hear?
She has yet to identify that racism is systemic and that simply reading about racial
issues has not prepared her to "work with people who have serious problems in their
lives." That last line in Kathryn's paper is troubling, but I use it here because it is so

typical of one taking the first tentative steps toward addressing one's own racism.
Holland et al. remind us that people are "composites of many, often contradictory,

self-understandings and identities, whose loci are not often confined to the body
but 'spread over the material and social environment,' and few of which are completely durable" (8). Kathryn's parents represent a racial narrative that is in direct

conflict with the narratives presented in the Writing Center workshop, but her
position isn't the only conflicted one, since we are all influenced to one degree or
another by systemic racism. We know that Kathryn has made the first move toward

understanding her own racism when she positions herself in opposition to the old
narrative, the old teachers, and turns instead to hooks, Anzaldua, and Lu for new
patterns, new mentors, new ways of being in the world. She hasn't yet ventured
beyond the relatively safe contemplation of texts into the real world of racial rela-

tionships. Throughout the next few years, as she interacts with a diverse staff of
tutors and writers, she will learn that being anti-racist will take more than just
empathy,3 but for now, it is a beginning. Her response to the workshop readings is

hopeful in that "[ojne's history-in-person is the sediment from past experiences
upon which one improvises, using the cultural resources available, in response to
the subject positions afforded one in the present. The constraints are overpowering,
yet not hermetically sealed. Improvisation can become the basis for a reformed sub-

jectivity" (Holland, et al. 18). Will Kathryn, will we, make mistakes along the way?
Most definitely.

Both Matt and Kathryn's first papers concentrate on their own subjectivities, and

this is the case with most of the initial writing in the staff education course.
Ultimately, however, these narratives come together in ways that shape writing cen-

ter practice as a whole. This shaping happens most often through the leadership of
long-serving tutors who use the opportunity to engage with the various stories of
the writing center to re-see and re-shape their own stories of themselves and their
experiences. Missy, for example, worked in the Writing Center for almost five years,

coming in as a sophomore and leaving after finishing her master's degree. During
her first summer workshop, she wrote extensive responses to all of our readings,
responses that mirror the patterns one would expect from a good student. They
have clear theses, proper citations, plenty of development, nice conclusions. But
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toward the end of the class, she, like Matt, wanted to do something different, some-

thing that didn't fit her idea of what an academic paper should be. She writes,

"Frustrating" is one of the words that comes to mind when I think
about having to write papers for several English classes every semester.

It is a word I know most of my peers have used too, to describe their

experiences with writing papers in college. "Redundant" also comes to
mind when I think about my style of writing, which is usually very aca-

demic and completely void of personality.

For her final project that summer, she produced a very personal collection of
eight collages, each illustrating a different topic discussed during the summer
meetings, and each explored by combining text and graphics. The topics included

"Ways of Coping and Understanding Composing," "How Major Theoretical
Trends Make Sense to Us," "Talkin' the Gender Talk - Boundaries," "Whose Voice

Counts? Who Listens? Why?," "Privilege and Academia," and "Who Is the
Majority?"
In that paper, Missy seems to echo the pleasure and recognition Linda Brodkey
talks about in relation to her own writing: "... I am in my body and the body of the
text. The physical pleasure I take from the momentary location of myself in words

[or collages?] I have written is comparable to an experience many people have while

reading, when they recognize themselves in words and say, ťThaťs me'" (x).
Concerned about being able to help others, Missy tells us that she needed to "tackle [her] own problems," and that the project was a way of by-passing what is usual-

ly an agonizing process. She says, "The collage became breathing space for me; I
was stuck on what more to write and this was a way to enjoy thinking about differ-

ent ideas. At the end I put a little collage of quotes and pictures about me. I never

really allow myself into academic papers and in these collages I did." Throughout
that summer and for the remaining years Missy worked as a tutor, the staff and I

explored academic writing that incorporates personal experience, writing that is
inhabited by the author. We also studied how texts, tutors, teachers are in constant

dialogue with one another, and how that dialogue and those identities might
change over time.
Two years after she made her collage, Missy's final project for the summer work-

shop elaborated on those identities in dialogue. That summer, Missy constructed
what she called a "noise box" painted with quotations from Noise from the Writing

Center; inside was a CD. During the previous weeks, we had each written about
people in our families who were either the first to go to college or who had influenced our learning in significant ways. On her CD, Missy recorded each of us read50 Identities in Dialogue : Patterns in the Chaos
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in g a segment of his or her narrative and interspersed them with readings from bell

hooks, Elizabeth Boquet, a book on improvisational jazz, Gloria Anzaldua, and several recordings, including Jimi Hendrix's Star Spangled Banner, When she played the

CD at our final meeting of the summer, the other tutors were visibly moved, and

two things were clear: Missy's conception of the Writing Center's community of
practice had evolved from her earlier collage, a kind of two-way street between her
and the texts, to a richer understanding that included all of the tutors and a multitude of texts, written and auditory. Missy's project also incorporated the new tutors'

pasts and emerging trajectories into the history of the Center. She let them know,
as Wenger suggests all communities of practice should, that who they are and what
they know contribute to that practice.

Patterns in the Chaos : Exploring the Jagged Edge
In many ways, the seventeen years of weekly tutor journals that sit on the shelves

of the Writing Center are a history of the kinds of contributions tutors like Matt,
Kathryn and Missy make over time. Missy's experiments with form and content in

her collage and noise box are, in fact, a hallmark of the journals and her projects
enacted the exploration of a collective identity that begins (in conversation) in the
summer workshops and extends (in writing) in the journals themselves. In the pages
of the journals are identities improvising in response to each other and to the many

cultural resources that comprise a college student's life. Each week, every tutor has

an assigned paid journal hour. There's no topic requirement - anything goes. The
current binder is usually one of the first things a tutor reaches for when a shift
begins, and the others, chronologically arranged on our library shelves, give the
impression of an orderly, linear march through the Center's history. Inside, though,

they are far from orderly - they are messy, chaotic, and terribly interesting. They

are filled not only with "regular" entries, but with drawings, cartoons, menus, and

song lyrics as well. There is no script. There are no prompts. As might be expected, a great many entries have to do with tutoring sessions, but others offer snippets

of everyday life - poetry, drawings, complaints, insights, questions, advice. They
cannot be added up. They are not suitable for traditional textbooks. Their importance to the Center might be explained by a rather simplified reference to chaos
theory. James Gleick tells us that "the disorderly behavior of simple systems act[s]
as a creative process. It generate [s] complexity; richly organized patterns, sometimes

stable and sometimes unstable, sometimes finite and sometimes infinite, but always
with the fascination of living things" {Chaos 43). These journals, then, are chaotic in
that they are disorderly, but very much living, entities, and from them, we can see
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patterns of narratives, patterns that can be referenced by generations of tutors.
There are stories of tutoring difficulties and triumphs, but there are also life lessons as well, lessons that influence the identity formation of both writer and reader.

What these journals really represent is the reification of our practice through the

negotiated identities of the practitioners. Here, it might be helpful to think about
what Wenger has to say:
The repertoire of a practice combines two characteristics that allow it

to become a resource for meaning:
1) It reflects a history of mutual engagement

2) It remains inherently ambiguous.
Histories of interpretation create shared points of reference, but they
do not impose meaning. Things like words, artifacts, gestures, and rou-

tines are useful not only because they are recognizable in their relation
to a history of mutual engagement, but also because they can be reen-

gaged in new situations. (83)

It is in these journals that we can see the tutors' "relation to a history of mutua

engagement" in the community of practice Wenger describes. There are, for exam

ple, the recognizable patterns of newcomers' anxieties about first sessions, entries

that seem to repeat themselves from year to year. But there are also entries from

newcomers who describe the encouragement they receive from reading about th

worries of past tutors who later gained a good degree of expertise, who offer advic

for tutoring in difficult situations. In other words, these patterns illustrate those
"shared points of reference," that can be "reengaged in new situations."

An example might be helpful here. Over the years, the staff and I have come to

realize that a journal such as ours makes public those tensions which might other-

wise be kept hidden, tensions that threaten the pseudo-orderly life of a writing cen
ter, but which, if kept repressed, will erupt in other ways. Although these situations

are uncomfortable, we've come to view them in much the same way that Gleick say

early chaos scientists attempted to understand what they were seeing. He writes

"They had an eye for pattern, especially pattern that appeared on different scales a

the same time. They had a taste for randomness and complexity, for jagged edges

and sudden leaps," and "many saw chaos as a science of process rather than state,

of becoming rather than being" {Chaos 5). It is in those jagged edges that the staff

and I have had some of our most important insights. Just as there are patterns in
the kinds of journals we seem to write, there are also cyclical tensions, or, put in

more positive light, fruitful dissonances, that seem to recur; and just as in nature
52 Identities in Dialogue: Patterns in the Chaos
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the narrative patterns of the journals are there, but they never repeat themselves
exactly.

Like these early chaos scientists, some tutors have "a taste for randomness and
complexity." In 1998, for example, when Nicole entered there was a rather heated
debate about the value of the journals themselves with an entry that takes on the
Writing Center's cherished narrative about the value of the journals themselves. She

points out a dissonance between what everyone was taking for granted (the value of

the journals) and what she was observing. In other words, she disrupts the usual
Writing Center pattern of thought and explores the "jagged edges." She writes,

I'm not sure that I've ever learned anything from these journals. But
then again I'm not sure what I mean by that. That, I guess, I have a particular sense of what the journals are supposed to be for in theory - that
they are supposed to be integral, central to what we do here. But I started wondering if they really were - at least for me. Would my experience

here have been different if it wasn't for the journals? Is there anything

in the journals that I learned that I couldn't have learned from talking

in the backroom and at meetings, talking to my non-writing center
friends and family, going through training, reading articles and theory,

and tutoring? I feel like my answer is supposed to be an emphatic "Yes!"

but when I really stopped to look for it my answer was an apologetic
shrug... I relatively seldom write about tutoring. And I do like to read
the journals - often the ones that interest me most have the least to do
with tutoring. I just don't know if I learn from them - if they ever cause

me to change my practice.

Nicole's courageous entry raises some very interesting questions about what the
present staff has come to call our "unpoliced" (or unregulated) journals. Nicole's
"take" on the Center's uber-story of the journals is that the purpose of the journals
is to amplify what happens in tutorials, but she finds, as I do, that often the most
interesting entries are not about sessions, at least in the traditional sense. As might
be expected, there are a number of replies from the other tutors. Leigh writes,

I missed the last two days at the WC and I would have missed so much
if it weren't for the journals. I was truly sad when I read Nicole's jour-

nal questioning the "helpfulness" of the journals. The journals have
been of incredible value to me this semester in providing insight into
the different minds of this new family I find myself a part of. [. . .] I may

not learn an awful lot about tutoring (although sometimes I do) from
writing my journal, but each week as I sit in front of the computer and
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wonder what Fm going to write about, I identify the issues and questions that have stayed with me throughout the week.

Here, Leigh defines the purpose of the journals as dialectical. They are a means
of connecting with other staff, but perhaps more important, she sees them as a way

of reflecting on "issues and questions.,, Often, these entries are exploratory narratives. They are conversations with the self.
Alicia, for instance, questions the reification of practice as it is represented in the

journals. Instead, she seems to see the journals in much the same way that Gleick
sees the science of chaos as one of process, of becoming, and in much the same way
that Wenger speaks of the importance of a shared repertoire of practice as a "history of mutual engagement" that "remains inherently ambiguous" (83). She writes:
I don't really know the meaning of our journals. I think that maybe this

meaning could be one of those things you never know for sure. This
meaning probably changes from year to year with its change of writers

. ...We write to discover this meaning. That's what we want. If we
found it, the search would be over. If we knew, would we still want to

write? Would journals still be worth writing? That would put an end
to something that's not ready to end; to something that will hopefully

never be ready to end. It's our own thoughts and feelings, trials and
errors, minds and souls... it's our own existence, and together it all
means something related to why we are all here and why we do what
we do and feel what we feel and think what we think. ...But I do not

know what that is, and I still feel okay after saying that.

The conversation continued for several weeks, both in the journal and in the
tutor lounge. Ultimately, Jay defends Nicole and offers yet another way of looking

at the journals. He writes:

Nicole's feeling misunderstood, but she doesn't want to talk about
journals anymore... so I will say what she doesn't want to. ...The journal she wrote was not meant as an attack on anybody or anything but
just an observation about how journals have/have not affected her . . . .It

is impossible for this statement to be argued with, because the fact
remains that it is true for her. . . .1 think that when someone says some-

thing I don't see as true to my own way of seeing something, my first

impulse is to try to think the way they're thinking, to try on their
thought in a way and see how it fits or doesn't fit. . .which is something

I think Nicole was doing in her journal, and she's found ways that what
she said is still true for her but also ways what she said is not true for
54 Identities in Dialogue: Patterns in the Chaos
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her. ...Imagine trying on some pants that as soon as you put them on
the zipper disappears and you can never take them off again even if they

weren't what you were looking for.
Of course, that is exactly what we do all the time. I'm trying on ideas right

now. Maybe you're even trying on my ideas as you read this. But next
month, I may disagree with myself. I may have new ideas about journals
and tutoring that build on these or that are completely different.

Jay underscores the notion that our stories, our identities, are fluid, changing as

we interact with each other. As Holland et al. note, "[CJulturally and socially constructed discourses and practices of the self are [...] neither the 'clothes' of a universally identical self nor the (static) elements of cultural molds into which the self
is cast" (28). Now, years later, we return to what we have come to refer to as "Jay's
Pants" whenever we need to be reminded that we do not need to be sutured to one

representation of the self. People are sometimes just trying on an idea, an identity,

improvising in relation to a theory. And we just as often appreciate Nicole's willingness to initiate such a crucial exploration of the writing center's narrative of
itself, and of the way the journals function as the story of the writing center.

An Eye for Patterns in the Chaos
Several years after this discussion, there was another period of tension recounted
in the journals, a time when tutor narratives and identities collided in a major way.

Tempers were high, and there was an exchange of angry journal entries. To avoid
such conflict in the future, several tutors recommended that journals be controlled,

that they, in fact, be solely about tutoring sessions. Michele, a senior tutor, tells a
different story, and a several-week-long written discussion ensues in an attempt to
find some pattern, some way to negotiate the disparate identities, even if there could

be no ultimate agreement. Michele writes:
Even if we had a rigid, non-conversational style journal, which might
be more conducive to order, the people who work here and come here
to get tutored would still bring chaos into the environment. We are
given freedom in our journals to explore topics that are completely
unrelated to tutoring, at least superficially. We are allowed to say whatever we want, and in most cases, we do just that. While this may appear
confusing to others on the outside, it makes sense to us. It appears to be

chaos, and although sometimes the journals can be just that, it doesn't
matter. Chaos is inevitable; we can't stop it. It invades every facet of life

whether we're trying to control it or not. It is impossible to predict
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everything that is going to happen, especially when you put different
people in a setting and tell them to interact and work together.
Michele seems to realize the importance of Gleick's point about the creative "disorderly behavior" of simple systems, and the sometimes unstable patterns that are
inevitable when disparate identities are in dialogue with one another.
In other entries addressing the suggestion of policing the discourse of the jour-

nals, several tutors consciously employ patterns of a community of practice by
returning to the past journals to read how previous tutors worked through similar

problems. In other words, by exploring how others represented themselves in a
similar situation, they enact Wenger's point about the value of a "repertoire of prac-

tice," of "mutual engagement," and discover some ideas that can be "reengaged in
new situations" (83). Lisa, for example, had written her own narrative of the controversy and had represented her position in a variety of ways with an uncharacter-

istic vigor. Ultimately, she interrogates her previous construction of herself as the
person who "plays it safe." She writes, "I've always played it safe. Never wanted to
introduce anything too controversial that might get shot down immediately, or any-

thing that might offend anyone. So I guess I never felt comfortable taking either
kind of risk." She explores her motivation for taking these risks. "What is my real

purpose in writing this journal?" she asks, " Do I even know? Maybe I'm just trying on a pair of Jay's pants."
The fact that Lisa references Jay's entry written five years previously, and that she

recognizes the significance of that observation underscores most vividly the living

character of these journals which are read and reread over the course of several
years, and the power of the written history they provide for subsequent generations

of staff. It is to those loose-leaf folders that tutors go to understand the patterns in

the chaos, how the previous writing center stories can give them insight into what

is currently happening, how there is (as Gleick puts it) a record of the process of
becoming, both individually and collectively. It is this narrative continuity that
shapes and reshapes the Writing Center identity, and it is this narrative inquiry, this

looking into how others have constructed meaning in similar situations, that continues to shape the Writing Center uber-narrative. There is a tension between continuity and re-seeing, a dynamic that is fruitful. We see so many opportunities for
narrative, and we learn that it is not sufficient simply to have these opportunities;

one must work deliberately to engage them.
As the tutors continued to share their reactions to this incident and reveal their

own related stories, in the process, they negotiated their own identities and the
identity of the Writing Center. It becomes clear that the journal is a medium for
56 Identities in Dialogue : Patterns in the Chaos
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what Wenger talks about when he calls for mutual engagement in the making of
meaning. In this writing, there is hope in the negotiation of individual and group
identity illustrated by the tutors' discussion of self representation and how those
representations affect the community of practice. We also see how this chaotic sys-

tem illustrates Gleick's point about chaos as a process of becoming, that this sharing of story is not static, nor is it necessary or even possible to, as Wenger indicates,

impose meaning on one another. Ultimately, the tutors attempt to draw some conclusions. Lisa suggests that sometimes people are experimenting with identities and
write in order to just "get things down on paper" so we can see how others might
perceive us - Jay's pants again. She reflects on the value of sharing our stories and
writes.

Everything is connected. So what's going on in someone's personal life
can definitely have an effect on the quality of his/her tutoring and the
amount of presence he/she has in a session. It would be beneficial in the

end if we can share these things with each other, if not for advice, at
least for the rest of us to know what's going on.

Identity , Narrative , Collision
Lisa makes some cogent points about the intersection of our personal narratives
and the narratives of others, an intersection that takes place in every aspect of our
lives and, of course, in tutoring sessions. Many times the meeting of these stories is
positive, reaffirming, and there are many of those that might be told. However, my

intent here is not to present a triumphalist version of writing center work, but to
explore the possibilities inherent in the chaos, the dissonance, the clash of narratives

and identities. Up to this point, the discussion has focused on the tutors, but the
journals are also a medium where tutors construct narratives about the students who
use the center. When I noticed several journal entries about Andrew,4 a student who

(as several tutors complained) simply would not engage in his sessions, I brought
the problem up at a staff meeting. He was not just passive, they explained, he was
downright surly. Together, the tutors and I brainstormed ways to encourage him to

become more involved in their meetings with him.

A few days later, when a tutor asked him to do some writing, Andrew sat for
awhile. Then, the tutor said, he laughed, got up, and left. These reports were puzzling. Since this student came to the Writing Center faithfully every week, we were

all confused by his behavior. A few days later, it was Kathryn, the student who so
vocally and publicly explored her family's racism, who gave voice to the most recent
interaction with Andrew. She writes: "I have an appointment with Andrew at 1 1 :00
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(the "whatever" kid). OK, I'm not going to lie: I'm not looking forward to it. This
time, I have class at 12:00, so I really can't stay late. ...I'm sure it won't be fun."

Later, I saw Kathryn on her way to class. She was very upset about the session,
so I asked her to email me with the details. That night, I received the following:

Hi MegOk, my session with Andrew today was TERRIBLE.

[...]
Whenever I tried to explain something to him, he would laugh in my
face. He didn't care about the reasons why something was wrong. [...]
I couldn't believe how arrogant and selfish he was! He obviously needs
help, and I don't see any improvement in his writing from last semester - because he doesn't listen and doesn't care.5 And he didn't care

that I was going to be late for my class, and it was his fault because he

ignored me. He was only concerned that he was going to be late for
HIS class.

So that's what happened.
Since it was the fourth complaint I'd had about this student, I asked our secretary not to let him make another appointment until I'd talked to him. Based on
what I had heard, I admit I constructed my own narrative of Andrew. I sutured him

into the role of rogue student and prepared myself for our meeting. A few days
later, Andrew arrived for his appointment. He was a slender young black man who

spoke accented English. I thought of all the uber-narratives of race, culture, and
class that might have been affecting his tutorials. I knew, for example, that he had
been working with Kathryn, and I worried that she might have been influenced by

both her past experiences and the systemic racism we all have trouble negotiating.

I thought of my own subject position, as an upper-middle class white woman old
enough to be his grandmother; might all of these narratives, both personal and collective, have impacted and continue to impact our ability to understand each other?

The meeting went something like this:

Meg: I'm hearing some stories about your being rude to the tutors. What's
going on?
Andrew: [leaning forward in his chair and looking at the floor] I'm never rude.

Meg: Two of the tutors tell me that you laughed at them.
Andrew: [still looking at the floor] I would never do that.

Meg: Hmm, it's just that there were four people who said that you hurt their
feelings.
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Andrew: [risks a quick look at me] I wouldn't do that. Every time I come here,
the people help me.
Meg: Well, sometimes I've been surprised to find out that I've hurt someone's
feelings when I had no idea. I'm always glad to find out, though, so that

I can talk to that person and explain. The tutors might have misunder-

stood. For example, when they asked you questions, sometimes you
didn't answer, so they thought you didn't care. When you come to meet
with a tutor, it's supposed to be a conversation, a kind of back-and-forth

discussion about your paper.

Andrew: [looking at me fully for the first time] You mean I'm supposed to talk
during the session? I thought I was just supposed to listen, and they
would tell me what to do.

Meg: Oh, then that may have been the problem! Well, today you have an
appointment with Laura, and she's very shy. She'll be wanting you to
talk with her about your paper, and her feelings will really be hurt if you
just sit there.

Andrew: [giving me the slightest smile] I'm really shy, too.
He left to meet with Laura, and when I dropped in to see how things were going,
the two were talking quietly, and apparently productively, Andrew's text between
them. I went back to my office to think about how easy it is to negate the "other"
even when we try hard not to do that, and I wondered if my race and age, those larg-

er narratives that shape our culture, had prevented him from speaking openly. The
resolution seemed a little too simple.
At our bi-weekly staff meeting, we discussed our construction of Andrew as well
as all of the forces that might have worked against any meaningful understanding.
As a group, we talked about how our own racialized identities may have been a factor in our understanding of the situation. A couple of months later, Laura wrote a
journal entry about their progress, and it is clear that she is gradually learning more

about Andrew's story. She writes, "Each week, we get a little more comfortable with

each other." She has learned that he is from Liberia, and says, "It's pretty frustrat-

ing knowing that a lot of his writing problems stem from the language barrier,
because he has a lot to say in his papers." She adds, "I feel like I have learned more

about him [....] I know from one good conversation we had that he has high goals
to major in International Business." I think again about Linda Brodkey's comments
about wanting to recognize oneself in the text, and wonder if working with Laura,

who is African-American, has helped him to recognize himself in the text of this
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academic setting, to be able to begin integrating his narrative with those of other
students.

Like Missy's "noise box," Jay's pants, and countless other staff education touchstones, Andrew's is a narrative that will become part of the lore of our writing center. What, then, will its function be? The staff and I began to sort this out together

in the semester following our initial encounters with Andrew, interrogating the
forces that had shaped our narratives of Andrew and how our own racial construc-

tions impacted tutoring. During that same semester, his new instructor recommended that he work with one of our tutors who is from Ghana, a move which may

have helped him become more at ease in the Center and in his class. Later, his
instructor told us more of his story. He told her of his difficulty being in a class
where everyone was white, where other students had trouble with his accent, where

writing of his experiences meant writing about the horrors he had seen in
Monrovia, while the others wrote about baseball. He actually went to baseball
games to try to understand what some of the other students were writing about, but

said, "None of my peers ever asked me how to learn more about Liberia." I think
again of the student whose story, whose empathy, was so important to me and the

tutors on September 11, and I am saddened that Andrew's peers don't care to ask,
to hear, to learn from his experiences. I'm saddened that the staff and I didn't act
earlier to do the same.

Andrew's narrative helps us to once again consider whose story counts, a topic
that we often return to in the Writing Center, and, certainly, one that we need to

keep returning to. It took some time to undo the "sutures" that stitched Andrew
into the role of rogue student. Were the difficulties racial and cultural? Certainly,
the tutors and I frequently read and write about difference, about our own experiences with race, but enacting anti-racist theory is difficult, particularly for white
writing center workers who have been raised in a society that presents the narrative

of white privilege as the norm. Although our staff is diverse, Andrew's first tutors

were white, and although his silence in those initial sessions may have been influenced by his previous school culture, it may also have been caused by racial difference. I am again reminded of Burner's comment that "Telling others about oneself

is no simple matter" (66) and that, as someone who has entered the academic and
Writing Center communities of practice, Andrew needed to know that who he is
and what he's lived through contribute to those communities (Wenger 2 1 5).
In short, during the initial part of that first semester working with Andrew, the
tutors and I initially wrote him into our existing narratives (and the existing narra-

tives of the Center) in potentially problematic ways. However, because of the work
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we had done through our staff workshop and in our collaborative journal - work
that calls into question the reification of discursive patterns - we were able to think

about Andrew and about our responses to him in ways that eventually moved
beyond the stock characters we might otherwise have represented (recalcitrant student; frustrated, hard-working tutor; well-intentioned director). I am hopeful that
his narrative, or at least the parts he chose to reveal, has been heard, not simply lis-

tened to, a distinction Boquet points out that is essential to good tutoring (and good
living). She writes, "[...] we receive sound in an undifferentiated manner - it is disorder; it is chaos - and we must constantly labor to make sense of the input, to filter and to direct our attention appropriately" (38-39). At first, we received Andrew's

story in a preconceived way and labeled him as "rogue student." We settled on easy

reading of him, a reading akin to Gleick's lightning bolt "Z," and we were wrong,
wrong, wrong. Although we can't know the absolute truth of any situation, we can
and must look for the patterns, those that silence others, those that are the result of

privilege or oppression, as well as those that open us to meaningful discourse. I am
also hopeful because Andrew's story will now be a part of the narratives that continue to be told in the Writing Center, narratives that offer us critical insight into
ourselves and our profession. These stories, representing fragments of self and oth-

ers (and self as "other"), are also the grounding of our practice, the patterns from
which we can theorize what we do.

Ultimately, the stories we tell ourselves and others construct our writing center

culture. They are viral; they permeate our work, our very lives. They "create the

very space that we as a group [...] inhabit" (Martone 9). Although mistakes are
made, are inevitable, an awareness of the patterned richness of chaos, of the inter-

section of multiple experiences and narratives, may lead us away from a highly
structured and regulated practice, into which we can so easily fall, to a more fully
realized understanding of the work we do, work that takes into account the complex
stories of our diverse world.
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